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PER CENTER
NAMED IN HONOR
OF BESSIE L. PARK
In January 1980, the College Council of State Uni-
versity College at Cortland recommended that the
Physical Education-RecreationCenter on the Cortland
campus be named in honor of Bessie L. Park, who
died Feb. 25, 1979at the age of 97. The recommenda-
tion moved forward to the State University of New
York Board of Trustees which approved the action
Feb.27, 1980.
The "PER Center," as it has been known since its
construction in 1972, provides offices and facilities
for the Departments of Men's and Women's Physical
Education and Recreation Education and the Inter-
collegiate Athletic Offices for Men and Women. The
ten million dollar building will be formally renamed
in honor of Miss Park at ceremonies on Alumni Day,
May9,1981.
The College Council committee which was charged
with the task of reviewing names for the facility was
chaired by James H. Sarvay. The committee included
Mrs. Esther Twentyman and Dr. RalphA. Brown. Mrs.
JerreneWoods, chairman of the Council, participated
as an ex-officio member.
Sarvay's committee had requested nominations
from facuity and staff members in reviewing possible
candidates who were deserving of such recognition.
"Of the recommendations we received, none matched
the credentials or the support that Miss Park's name
generated from a variety of circles," Sarvay said.
A review of Miss Park's career is published here as
a testimony to her many contributions to Cortland
and higher education.
BESSIE L. PARK
1881 . 1979
Miss Park joined the faculty at Cortland as director
of physical education in September 1915and stayed
25 years in teaching, administrative and public ser-
vice roles.
Founded in 1868,the Cortland Normal School was
the forerunner of State University College at Cort-
land as it is today. Miss Park graduated from the
Normal School in 1901and also had attended the New
Haven School of Gymnastics and the Chautauqua
School of Physical Education. She obtained Ed.Band
M.A. degrees from Clark University in Worcester,
Mass., and did additional study at Harvard University
and Boston University. Before joining the Cortland
Normal School facuity, she taught in public schools
in Cortland, Kansas, West Virginia, Texas and Ne-
braska. -
A State education law passed in 1916required that
physical education be taught in the public schools
of New York State. There was a great demand for
trained teachers and Cortland under the guidance of
Miss Park, took an early lead in helping to provide
qualified people.
With the encouragement of the late Dr.HarryDeWitt
DeGroat, who served as president of Cortland from
1912 to 1943, the school continued to develop Its
physical education curriculum and eventually was
selected by the State to offer a physical education
major based on available facilities and the high level
of instruction which was available.
In September 1923, the first 47 physicai education
majors matriculated in the teacher training program
which only two years before had moved from a two-
year to a three-year curriculum. Miss Park assumed
the responsibilities as chairman of the Women's
Physical Education Department. It also was the
year that the School took over a new building on a 30-
acre site at the top of West Court Street in Cortland.
That building is known today as "Old Main."
A former colleague of Miss Park has said that she
"was the guiding spirit" in the establishment of a
physical education major at Cortland. "Her vision
was one of a curriculum that combined a strong edu-
cational program with competence in the requisite
skills in physical activities. As the head of the pro-
gram for both men and women at the time, she insis-
ted on high personal responsibility for moral and
ethical conduct for both staff and students."
Another former faculty member said that she was
"the real spark plug" behind the development of the
physical education program at Cortland. "Miss Park
made the single most significant contribution to the
establishment and implementation of the program,"
he wrote.
From the beginning of the program in 1923, Miss
Park made a special effort to acquaint major students
with state and national health and physical education
associations. For many years, Cortland's student
membership percentages in national organizations
was the highest of any collegiate institution. A stu-
In 1970, the Cortland College Alumni As-
sociation presented a Distinguished Service
Award to Miss Park. Pictured making the
presentation to Miss Park, left, is Mrs.
Norma Riley, who was alumni president at
the time. Identifying Miss Park as a "woman
of distinction," the accompanying citation
noted that her interest in Cortland "remains
unabated," 69 years after her graduation.
"It is time now for her to realize that her
efforts in behalf of Cortland through the
years have not gone unnoticed nor are
they lacking in appreciation."
"-
dent branch of the American Association for Health,
Physical Education and Recreation was formed on
campus early in the program.
Miss Park herself organized the Women's Section
of the New York State Association for Health, Physi-
cal Education and Recreation and was instrumental
in starting workshop projects which were carried on
throughout the State. She often was invited to serve
as a speaker or a panelist at professional meetings.
Another innovation introduced by Miss Park was
the "Play-Day" program started in 1925. Teams from
other Normal Schools in the State were invited to
Cortland for athletic competition. Miss Park also or-
ganized what may have been the first high school
girls' play day in 1929 when 43 high schools in the
state sent 250 girls to Cortland for athletic competition.
The concept of play days in women's sports was car-
ried on well into the 1950s when women's sports be-
gan to become more organized on an intercollegiate
basts.
The value of outdoor leadership training for teachers
of physical education was recognized by Miss Park
who arranged in 1936 for the first group of women
students to participate in a two-week camp program
at Song Lake. In 1937, a more intensive program was
launched, utilizing the resources of Tanager Lodge
on Upper Chateaugay Lake in the Northern Adirondacks.
Men physical education students became part of the
Tanager experience the following year.
It was Miss Park's belief that perhaps one of her
most outstanding contributions was the development
of the Girls' Secondary School Physical Education
Syllabus for New York State, much of which she wrote
and the entire compilation of which she supervised.
She also was similarly involved with the Physical
Education and Recreation Syllabus for use in physi-
cal education courses of the General Education De-
partment at the Normal School. She was chairman
of the Committee on Health and Physical Education
Courses for Syllabi for the State Normal Schools.
She was a frequent speaker before such community
groups as parent-teachers meetings, high school as-
semblies, career day programs, and health and edu-
cation organizations. In addition, she gave freely of
her time, talent and energy to local organizations in-
cluding the Twentieth Century Club, Ladies Literary
Club, and the Cortland Recreation Commission. She
was instrumental in starting the YWCA in Cortland in
1915 and was a board member there many years. She
was a dedicated member of Delta Kappa Gamma
Society and served as Beta Chapter president from
1941 to 1943, was state chairman of publicity, and
chaired numerous chapter committees. And she
was an advisor to Alpha Delta Sorority and Nu Sigma
Sorority.
Before retiring in 1941, Miss Park saw the College's
academic program extended to four years and take
on a new name, Cortland State Teachers College,
and offer bachelor degrees in elementary education
and physical education.
But she did not become inactive in retirement.
Long interested in alumni affairs, she became the
first executive secretary of the Cortland Alumni As-
sociation when the campus opened an Alumni Office
in 1944. She served on the Association's Board of
Directors from 1946 to 1967 and later was named an
honorary member of the board. She was the first
editor of the Cortland Alumni Magazine which she
founded.
Her most ambitious research and writing project
came during her "retirement" years. It was a 337 page
history of the College at Cortland from its founding
to 1959. Titled "Cortland - Our Alma Mater," it was
published in 1960.
In 1944, she was presented the first service award
ever given by the New York State Association for
Health, Physical Education and Recreation. In June
1945, she was honored with a distinguished service
award from Cortland College.
Her name has been attached to an alumni scholar-
ship awarded annually at the College to an outstanding
woman senior physical education major.
In May 1970, Miss Park was cited "as a woman of
distinction" by the College's Alumni Association as
a recipient of its Distinguished Service Award.
PARK CENTER FACILITIES
All students at Cortland are free to use the Park
Center which serves as the hub for basic instruction
programs as well as for broad offerings in intramural,
recreational and athletic activites. Located at the
heart of the campus athletic facilities, the Center was
completed in 1973. It is adjacent to extensive practice
and playing fields, tennis courts, Carl A. "Chugger"
Davis Field where football and lacrosse are played,
the baseball diamond and Lusk Field House. Ample
parking for the entire College is available in this area
and shuttle bus service joins the Center to the Upper
Campus when classes are in session.
The main gymnasium includes three 94 x 50-foot
basketball courts side by side. Folding bleachers
seat approximately 3,600 spectators; at other times
folding partitions are used to create three separate
teaching areas. There are two auxiliary gymnasiums,
one of which is designed especially for gymnastics.
All the gymnasiums have Tartan floors.
The 50-meter swimming pool has six lanes, two
one-meter boards, two three-meter boards, two mov-
able bulkheads to separate swimming and diving
areas, and a gallery seati ng 1,200 spectators.
The ice arena has a skating surface of 85 x 185
feet. Adjacent are service facilities including locker,
skate rental and skate changing areas. Folding
bleachers have a seating capacity of approximately
2,400. The arena is iced from October through March
The Bessie L. Park Award is presented
annually at Cortland to the senior woman
physical education student who has above
average scholarship while contributing to
college-wide services in her major field
and to the campus community. Miss Park
often attended the HPER Honors Convo-
cation to participate in presenting the
award named in her honor. At one of the
ceremonies in the early 19705, she posed
for this photograph with those who suc-
ceeded her as chairman of the Department
of Women's Physical Education. Left to
right, are: Miss Park, who retired in 1941,
Lenore K. Alway who served as chairman
until 1965, Dorothy Arnsdorf, 1965-66, and
Katherine Ley, 1966-77. Dr. Norma Carr is
the present chairman.
and is available for recreational skating as well as for
classes, hockey and practice sessions. In the off
season the arena is used for special events such as
conferences and industrial shows. With chairs set
up in the skating area the capacity of the facility can
be increased to 5,000. Cortland conducts Commence-
ment there.
Corridor areas in the Park Center have been deve-
loped as a Sports Art Gallery with more than 1,000
reproductions framed and displayed.
The Center has three dance studios, a fencing
room, a training room, an exercise room, a wrestling
room, men's and women's locker and shower rooms,
10 handball courts and 8 squash courts. A lecture
hall seats 70 students and there are five classrooms
of varying sizes. There is a human performance
laboratory-classroom complex and a motor learning
laboratory.
Two large laboratories are especially important in
the Recreation Education Department's professional
programs. The Recreation Planning Laboratory is
used in planning physical facilities for recreation, as
in the design of parks and play areas. The Outdoor
Education Laboratory contains the tools for teaching
classes in the out of doors. Aquarium, terrarium and
incubator equipment are available for use in collecting
and studying life in the out of doors. In addition there
are woodworking tools and equipment helpful in
working with crafts made from natural materials.
The Center also includes a faculty lounge, student
reading lounge, and faculty offices for Men's and
Women's Physical Education Departments and the
Recreation Education Department.
